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Jo Anne Simon, testifying on behalf of the Downtown Brooklyn Coalition.

I am the female Democratic District Leader for the 52nd Assembly District and a Co-Convenor of the Downtown Brooklyn Coalition, a group of civic associations from the neighborhood surrounding Downtown Brooklyn’s commercial core. I am also a past president of the Boerum Hill Association during which time my predecessor Elizabeth Daly, the late Jim Vacirca and I created a proactive community planning effort, which gave rise to the Hoyt-Schermerhorn project. Building on those efforts, former Borough President Howard Golden created a community Task Force to plan for the development of that site. We have a history of getting to yes. We believe that we can do that with regard to the Downtown Plan as well.

We call upon the mayor and the members of the City Council to endorse our Contract with the Community and its accompanying Statement of Needs. Councilmembers Yassky and James have done so, as well as Congressman Major R. Owens and Assemblymember Joan L. Millman.

As we have previously testified, the Contract with the Community seeks the acknowledgment of the surrounding residential neighborhoods’ integral relationship with the commercial core; our need for safety and mobility within and among our communities; and stresses that the surrounding communities support development that makes sense — which respects the scale and character of downtown Brooklyn and its communities.

The Community Statement of Needs is a consensus agenda which represents a significant distillation of the areas myriad needs. It is NOT a wish list. It is not what we think we will need once additional development occurs. It is a list of what we need — now.

Certain features of the Community Statement of Needs have been partially addressed by the Economic Development Corporation (EDC) and the City Department of Transportation (DOT) through Councilmembers Yassky, James and Avella. We are heartened by the significant steps which have been taken by EDC and the City DOT. They are not, however, sufficient to make the communities sign on to this plan in the wholesale fashion which the proponents desire. We remind the Council that significant development is planned in and around Downtown Brooklyn that is not part of the proposed rezoning, such as 100 Livingston Street and the Independence Bank air rights issues, the Atlantic Yards project, etc. Discussions regarding the Downtown Plan are but the beginning and we will continue to advocate for the communities’ needs as those projects unfold.

Recently, Planning Commissioner Amanda Burden was quoted congratulating the communities and the City for having resolved their issues. We are unsure with whom she spoke, but it was not the communities in Downtown Brooklyn. Certain limited revisions to the plan were made. They did not address the communities’ most pressing concerns. They were simply the revisions that City Planning was willing to make, that benefitted the business and commercial community, and that it had probably intended to make all along. As far as the communities are concerned, they represent a mere drop in the bucket — and someone else’s bucket at that. In our view, much remains to be done.

We understand that the City DOT and EDC may be willing to take additional steps in the direction of limiting agency parking placards, providing off-street parking for a good number of spaces that heretofore have been allocated to agency parking and will, through the Downtown Brooklyn Council, commit to rigorous enforcement of parking regulations, and study the possibility of residential parking permits. These efforts are yet not sufficient to make the communities have faith in their success, nor to endorse the Downtown Plan as revised.

First, the efforts are too limited to address the thorny concerns of the communities. The Community Statement of Needs lays out a “parking package” addressing in a multifaceted way, the multifaceted parking problems of Downtown Brooklyn and its surrounding communities. Plugging one hole in the way that City DOT has proposed, will only leave other flanks exposed and encourage the creation of yet more creative loopholes. The only way to address the problems are to address the problems as they exist, not as the DOT would like them to exist. Unfortunately, the efforts DOT has agreed to make remain in the “snow in a blizzard” category, failing, for example, to indicate study design or the criteria by which study results will be evaluated. All in all, quite a bit of fluff.

The proposed Transportation Management Association (TMA) will not be able to address these concerns. We need a special traffic enforcement unit of the NYPD in Downtown Brooklyn, a solution which enjoys the support of the 84th Precinct.

The Plan calls for 1 square block of passive open space — permanently in the shadow of tall towers in this most under-parked city in the United States (second only to Las Vegas), while simultaneously proposing 1 million sq. ft. of new residences, without any place for children to play. That doesn’t make sense. The DEIS notes that the “open space ratios in existing and No Build conditions indicate a shortfall in the amount of open space located within the study area. The future population introduced to the area as a result of the proposed actions (the rezoning and expected development) would exacerbate this shortage. . .” see, DEIS, p. 5-1.

In response to this, the Boerum Hill Association, assisted by knowledgeable people from other downtown communities, wrote a grant proposal to the JM Kaplan Fund, which we learned last week has been funded. The Boerum Hill Association will hire a consultant to identify and assess “soft sites,” for development as open space in the next decade and assess the suitability of such opportunities for future development, including research into property ownership and the feasibility of acquiring identified properties within downtown Brooklyn, including those indicated today by Association president, Sue Wolfe. It is our hope that the results of such an assessment will be followed by a second grant to assist in implementing a collaborative community process to create programmatic criteria and guidelines for open space development.

We call upon the Mayor and the City Council to endorse the Contract with the Community and our Statement of Needs. We welcome any opportunity to work with the City to improve this Plan.

Respectfully submitted,

Jo Anne Simon
for the Downtown Brooklyn Coalition

